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Abstract

This paper charts the proliferation in the number of rural lifestyle [micro-businesses] and examines the part that they play both within the rural economy and rural community. 

The process of job and revenue creation is central to economic development and the logic for policy measures that encourage enterprise, ergo economic growth, is clear. Resulting policy has long focussed on encouraging high growth businesses and implicitly, if not explicitly, derided lifestyle businesses. At the same time the social and economic structure of rural areas has continued to become increasingly diverse. Demographic change in the form of the ongoing in-migration of the professional ‘middle class’ has brought about a change in the perception of what constitutes a rural enterprise and the way business is carried out (Countryside Agency 2003). The inexorable change in the [economic] function of the countryside from a place of production to one of consumption (Errington, 1998) has presented both opportunities for business development and threat to the [old] order of established communities (Day and Murdoch, 1993). These changes, combined with the ongoing withdrawal of [social] services, have created a vacuum that needs to be filled within the community.

Postal questionnaires were sent out to a purposive population of rural micro and small enterprise owners in England, which included farm based and owned diversification enterprises and ‘in-migrant’ enterprises. Over 500 responses were received and analysed. The survey examined the social and economic make up of the rural enterprises and questioned business owners about their involvement in the community in which they operated.

Many of the enterprises were what would be considered lifestyle businesses in terms of turnover. However, in terms of community sustainability their contribution was sigificant. In a culture that advocates the development of social enterprise yet, implicity, appears to deplore the lifestyle business, their contribution would seem something of a policy paradox. 

Policy Implications

This paper then challenges the prevailing perception of the value of the rural [lifestyle] enterprise and offers solid data to better inform policy for economic development and business support in rural areas.

Introduction

While rapid change has evident nationally post World War 2, it could be argued that it has been more profound in rural areas. The industrial revolution in the late 19th Century precipitated urbanisation in the UK and the mass exodus of people from the countryside. This was exacerbated in the post World War II period by the industrialisation (i.e. subsidised mechanisation) of agriculture, which resulted in yet fewer employment opportunities for those remaining in rural areas. Previously thriving communities built around agriculture began to feel the effects of these changes as they were dependent on an industry needing less labour. Whilst the ‘industrialisation’ of agriculture took place, the post- war de-industrialisation of the wider economy had begun. Errington (1998) argued that the countryside was undergoing a transition to becoming primarily a place of consumption rather than one of production. This did and does not subjugate the primary production function of agriculture but it offers an explanation for some of the pressures and changes that the countryside has undergone. It also supports the necessity to accept change and move from an emphasis on primary production to a tertiary (service) sector where, for example, it is the perceived quality of the countryside that draws people to it. It is this change, accompanied or resulting in demographic change, which it could be argued, are a result of this perceived quality. By the 1960’s the drift away from the countryside had halted, and the start of a slow in-migration of a different occupant, primarily professional ‘middle-class’, back to rural areas was evident. This group now constitutes almost a third of the rural population but, interestingly, not necessarily the rural workforce – see Table 1 – 15 years ago, and even more, now. 

Table 1: 1991 Census data on Rural and Urban England

	
	RURAL ENGLAND
	ENGLAND

	Occupation/Social Class
	%
	%

	Professional, managerial & technical (I&II)
	32.3
	22.6

	Skilled (III)
	20.6
	25.1

	Not Wholly Skilled (IV & V)
	10.2
	11.3


(Source: Denham & White, 1998)

These social, economic and demographic changes prompted changes in policy towards the role of enterprise and growth in the number of enterprises started in rural areas. The Foot and Mouth outbreak of 2001 speeded up what were already the inexorable changes that were shaping the new ‘rural revolution’ as money was poured into rural areas to support rural recovery. This was an opportunity to encourage a further move away from production agriculture to alternative ‘non farm but on farm’ (NFOF) enterprise development as well as preserving those enterprises (e.g. tourism businesses) that were already a part of the changing rural economy.

The process of job and revenue creation is seen as central to economic development. However, figures show that large corporations, whilst contributing significantly, cannot be depended on to drive the economy in the post-industrial age. The logic for policy measures that encourage [small] enterprise growth to generate economic growth and counteract some reversal of any economic slowdown is clear and the process of enterprise development remains very much at the forefront of government policy. Within this situation, it is also being recognised that many newly self-employed people establish micro-businesses (Clark, 1995). Micro-businesses are defined as enterprises employing less than 10 people, small enterprises, between 10 and 49 and medium enterprises, 50 to 250 (Official Journal of the EU, 2003). The economic contribution of micro, small and medium enterprises (SMEs) is well documented both in terms of financial turnover and provision of employment - 66% of financial turnover within the European Union (EU), over 60% in the UK. In 1997, micro-businesses represented 95% of all firms, accounting for 30% of employment and 23% of financial turnover (DTI, 1998). 

Within this mix of enterprise statistics, rural areas are even more characterized by the importance of the very small scale enterprise, with over 90% of all rural firms defined as micro-businesses (Performance and Innovation Unit (PIU), 1999, p24) and as high as 99%, in a rural county such as Shropshire. Towards the end of the 20th Century, businesses in rural areas made up almost 35% of VAT-registered enterprises nationwide (Countryside Agency, 2000). Thriving businesses enable rural areas to achieve a wider economic base, in addition to creating and maintaining quality jobs (Department for the Environment Transport and Roads, (DETR) 2000). The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 1996) asserts that small firms are the main engine of wealth and employment creation in rural areas, while North & Smallbone (1993) highlighted their importance as a source of alternative employment for people previously employed in declining traditional industries.  Carter, et al. (2000) suggest the survival and growth of these businesses is important, not only to individual business owners, but is also critical to broader government economic policy, providing the foundation for the quality of rural life and the social fabric of rural communities (PIU, 1999).  

The Countryside Agency (2000) highlighted the changing employment structure in rural areas, seen through the rise of service sector employment in rural areas which has been made possible by better communications, improved technology and the desire of many businesses to relocate to a more attractive environment. The Countryside Agency (2003) also noted that more firm founders in accessible rural areas moved before taking the decision to set up in business. This, coupled with growth in the number of food, tourism and leisure based businesses (Swanston, et al. 1995), has meant that micro, small and medium sized enterprises are becoming increasingly important employers in the rural economy, with the Rural Group of Labour MPs (1999, p84) stating that 41% of rural employment is provided by micro businesses. More recently however, the situation has fluctuated, with Countryside Agency (2000) noted a contrasting situation, reporting fewer business start-ups in rural areas compared with England as a whole. Conversely, however, Harding (2006) notes that more female led enterprises were being started in rural  areas than elsewhere, which in view of the importance of rural micro-businesses to the rural economy is a matter of note for rural policy makers. This is particularly so as the DETR (2000) highlights the importance of continuing economic diversification to prevent social and economic difficulties with the further structural changes to traditional rural industries. This is reinforced even more by the many new economic opportunities available for exploitation by entrepreneurs, although this exploitation needs to be developed in a way that creates and maintains economically and socially sustainable rural communities. 

Identifying Sustainable Enterprising Rural Communities 

Voisey, Waters and Church (2001, p233), comment that sustainable local communities lie in their ability to “develop a future from the social networks institutions and social political historical and political contexts that are already there………….cosmetic changes do not have the power to engender long term resilience and proactive approaches to environmental economic social and political change”.

According to Svedin, O’Riordan and Jordan (2001), the globalisation of economies and the networking of management are leading to the structuring of ‘enterprise based advantage’ rather than national sentiment. However, if local identity creates a productive enterprise that adds value to a product (e.g. Women in Rural Enterprise as an organisation, or institution, is using ‘rural’) and to an image, then these restructuring forces will capture that spirit. In the discourse surrounding the conceptualising of ‘locality’, Voisey et al use Stacey’s argument that locality can be described as a network of institutions. Institutions, Voisey and O’Riordan suggest, can be described as ‘communities of interest’ (e.g. in a rural context, the National Farmers Union). As caution to that though, they also cite Day and Murdoch’s (1993) observations that institutions are tied up in or are ‘enmeshed structure’ and are themselves a product of their experience of ‘locality’ and how they are implicated in wider networks of relationships. They go on to say however that:

“It is through their participation in certain key institutions that actors are able to effect or resist change……….we must be prepared to give due weight to the part played by locally integrated institutional networks in securing particular economic, social and political outcomes in given places at given times”. (Day and Murdoch, 1993, p93).

Shortall (1999), writes of there being unique sociological ‘windows of opportunity’ that occur periodically, and she suggests that now is such a time for rural women to effect much needed policy change in the form of ‘equality proofing’ the CAP. Ljunngrenn and Kolverid (1996), in the same way, suggest that now, from a sociological perspective is the most opportune time in history to be a woman [entrepreneur]. Economically, there is evidence to suggest that the move from a primary to tertiary sector economy is being taken up and capitalised upon predominately by females (albeit often in partnership with a male partner) in rural areas (Parsons and Warren-Smith 2001). The service sector historically being the remit of the female worker, would too suggest that now is ‘window of opportunity’ economically speaking. 

As well as farm diversification, there has been a growth in the non-farm rural sector, much of it in small and micro-businesses, and it is the recognition of the smaller, service sector businesses with which this paper is concerned. Many of these businesses are the result of the in migration of ‘newcomers’ to rural areas, with 60% of new business start-ups (including self-employed) begun by in-migrants, who not only bring new ways of developing and doing business, but new skills as well (Countryside Agency, 2003).

Summary

In summary then, the national economy is becoming increasingly dependant on tertiary sector activity. Government policy has targeted enterprise development a key to sustainability, particularly in rural areas. Statistics (Office for National Statistics, 2006) show us that just under half the working population is now female, and the ‘traditional’ skills remit of the female workforce to date has been in the tertiary service sector. The group with fastest growth area for micro-business start up are self-employed women. In the rural context, indications are that there is a requirement to change our perception of the countryside, and what constitutes a rural area, not only socially and culturally but economically as well. Changing demographics and the decline of agriculture’s role as an employer of the rural population have left rural areas, particularly farms, with the need to change and adapt in order to survive. At the forefront of pioneering the change are a fast growing number of self employed females (Raynor, 1999; Harding, 2006). At present, neither policy nor methods of business support are keeping track with the speed of change as quickly as they should be, with resulting policy focused on encouraging high growth businesses and implicitly, if not explicitly, devaluing lifestyle [micro] businesses. At the same time the social and economic structure of rural areas has continued to become increasingly diverse. Demographic change in the form of the ongoing in-migration of the professional ‘middle class’ has brought about a change in the perception of what constitutes a rural enterprise and the way business is carried out (Countryside Agency 2003). The inexorable change in the [economic] function of the countryside from a place of production to one of consumption (Errington, 1998) has presented both opportunities for business development and threat to the [old] order of established communities (Day and Murdoch, 1993). These changes, combined with the ongoing withdrawal of [social] services, have created a vacuum that needs to be filled within the community. The solution may well lie in the growing numbers of female led rural enterprises and it is this with which this paper is concentrated on.

Methodology
Primary survey data was drawn from the Women in Rural Enterprise (WiRE) database held at Harper Adams University College (HAUC). WiRE is a national membership based networking organisation formed to help FLREs. It began primarily to help female led ‘non farm but on farm’ businesses but soon grew to incorporate a much wider ‘rural’ business target market. Its catchment is ‘rural’ and by its nature, is self selecting, although a small number of members, often producing what they would term as a ‘rural’ product or rurally targeted service, live in larger towns. 

A survey questionnaire was sent to the full national database of 3,569 current and previous members. Although sent to the full database, it was targeted at those members with businesses that had already started trading. Of those 3,569 members, 2,149 were at that point registered as having businesses and form the probable basis of those that would respond. Data from the 559 responses (response rate of 26.7%) were analysed using SPSS. Of the responses, 29% were farm based female rural entrepreneurs (FREs) and 71% non farm based FREs. The survey collated a wide range of data, which comprised a comprehensive range of information, including personal, business, community and networking data.

Results

The Community Enterprise and Unwaged work
The survey asked respondents what areas, if any, their community commitments lay within and what time was spent in executing them.  Initial, Principal Component Analysis (PCA) of the data revealed that one of the initial 13 key components acknowledged as being of critical importance in the make up of FREs and why they started and ran their businesses, was focused around community responsibilities. ‘Formal Voluntary Work’ showed the high factor loadings of .838 for formal voluntary work and the factor loading of .832 for hours spent doing formal voluntary work appears to corroborate this. 

Just over a quarter of respondents (26%) were involved in informal community and voluntary work, with 31.5% doing some form of formal community voluntary work. Further analysis of the figures showed that 9% are engaged in community work that is a combination of the two. Overall, then, just under half (48.5%) of the respondents were involved in community work of some description. Formal voluntary community work came under the headings of children’s clubs work, civic duties, such as parish council work and business and or board volunteer work. A number of respondents undertook work in more than one area. The time spent doing this work ranged from 4 hours (the equivalent of half a working day) to up to over 10 hours per week, although the majority of responses were nearer the former.

Informal voluntary work covered helping the elderly with services such as doing or taking older neighbours shopping or taking them for hospital/doctors visits when required, along with children’s work, community building and charity work. Although this was not formalised, it often covered work once covered by social services, much of it engendered by the cuts in rural services. The cuts that have been imposed have created the need for someone within the community to replace them, for the benefit of the community. Looking at whether there was any significant difference between the levels of voluntary work – both formal and informal – between farm based FREs and non farm based FREs showed some interesting, consistent, differences.  Table 2 shows that farm based FREs were more involved with greater levels of informal activity (30% as opposed to 25%), and this was further mirrored in the levels of involvement in formal activities, with 30% of non farm based FREs and 35% of farm based FREs involved. The levels of those involved with both formal and informal remained constant at 8% for non farm based FREs and 9% for farm based FREs. 

The type of community activity that took place was similar for both groups with the exception of informal charity work where almost twice the percentage of non farm based FREs were actively involved. Conversely, farm based FREs were more heavily involved in both formal and informal civic work.

Table2: Farm based and Non Farm Based FREs Community Involvement

	
	Farm Based %
	Non Farm %

	
	Involvement
	Involvement

	Formal – Civic and Charity
	25.6
	18.2

	Formal – Children’s Clubs
	6.1
	7.6

	Formal  - Business/Board Volunteer
	3.7
	4.1

	Total Formal
	35.4
	30

	Informal – Civic 
	17.7
	10.9

	Informal –  Elderly &Children’s Work
	9.4
	9.4

	Informal  - Charity
	2.6
	4.8

	Total Informal
	30%
	25%

	Overall Involvement
	54%
	47%


Overall, the levels of time commitment for community activity were greater amongst farm based FREs (see Table 3), with higher percentages spending greater amounts of time per week helping in the community, particularly with informal voluntary community work.

Table 3: Time Spent Involved in Community Work

	
	Farm Based%
	Non Farm %

	
	Formal Hours
	Informal Hours
	Formal Hours
	Informal Hours

	4 hours per week
	9.8
	11.6
	8.4
	10.6

	Between 4 -6 hours per week
	4.9
	3.7
	6.3
	1.8

	Up to 10 hours per week
	3.7
	2.4
	3.8
	1.5


The circumstances of the farm based FREs generally being involved in higher levels of household, and as seen in this section, community commitments continues and it remains of interest to see how this affects their business productivity levels.

Caring Commitment Enterprise and Unwaged work
In their study of family division of labour Baines and Wheelock (1998) found that most households have informal arrangements with respect to its division but that women, for the most part, assume responsibility for domestic and caring roles even when contributing to overall family income. Whilst it may be assumed that childcare would form the major caring responsibility within this remit, the age distribution of the respondents discussed earlier (40% were over the age of 45) suggests that care commitments other than childcare were issues, although there may be the ‘constant’ of childcare responsibilities of varying ages as part of the caring responsibility equation. In rural areas where childcare is difficult to find and services have been systematically reduced (Countryside Agency, 2003), information about the type of caring commitment undertaken is even more critical as a question for the FRE than perhaps it might be for the urban based entrepreneur. Similarly, given the levels of domestic responsibility also undertaken, the levels of domestic help accessed also becomes of interest, particularly with reference to business size. The PCA analysis carried out in this study supported the importance of the issues of caring commitments as being important. Component 17 had high factor loadings on childcare responsibilities at .674 and care responsibilities at .619, with Component 18 identifying Domestic Budget responsibility at .737 and Domestic responsibilities factored at .651. Further analysis of the sample showed that overall 50% of the respondents had care responsibilities. These ranges from childcare, which included under 5’s, 5-16 year olds, older child dependants, elderly relatives (usually, but not always, parents or parents in law), sick and/or disabled. In a number of cases it was a combination of two or three of the categories.

When this was compared between farm based and non farm based there was a highly significant difference in the numbers (see Table 5) with 62% farm based FREs having care responsibilities compared to 45% of non farm based.

Having established that the farm based respondents in this sample have, relatively, higher levels of overall care and responsibility commitments, investigation as to whether there were commensurately increased levels of domestic help accessed was made. The results in Table 4 show that there were increased levels of help accessed by farm based FREs, with percentages consistently higher throughout. However, the overall frequencies, with the exception of cleaning, were relatively low with percentages never being greater than 16% of the total sample. 

The first striking observation is that although these percentages are relatively low, many of these FREs have absorbed and assumed what may have, in the past, been seen as the responsibility of the male partner within the household. The categories apart from cleaning, (for which uptake is double that of these) that do have the highest levels of input from outside the household are decorating, gardening and maintenance. This appears to be an interesting development regarding the division of labour within the rural household, particularly the farm based household, in that more responsibility than ever before would seem to lie with the FRE. Additionally, budgetary responsibility and greater than ever levels household income are supplemented by FREs. Within that there appears to exist an implicit requirement to fulfill community need as well. The second observation is that childcare, accessed much more by farm based FREs at 13% and 8% by non farm at levels, is at a level lower than the current literature would suggest is required (PROWESS, 2005). 

Table 5: Care Responsibilities NFOF and non farm based FREs

	Care Responsibilities %
	Farm Based %

	
	YES
	NO
	TOTAL

	YES
	63
	45
	51

	NO
	37
	55
	49

	TOTAL
	100
	100
	100


Overall, 50% of respondents had care responsibilities with the thread of childcare responsibilities running through 40% of that figure, which would indicate higher levels of help would be accessed for this. The possibility of lack of suitable childcare services available in rural areas might well be one reason. Inspection of statistics and literature (Warren-Smith, 1999; Countryside Agency, 2002), however, shows that employment available in rural areas is often seasonal or part time, low pay employment, none of which would make formal childcare an option for this group of employed due to timing and cost. 

Similarly, this group would, given the flexibility required by this client group, offer little incentive to any formal childcare business with high cost generated by the plethora of legal requirements to fulfill, to establish in a rural area.

The analysis of the levels of access to help intuitively leads to an analysis of why these FREs chose to operate a business in preference to employment, whilst for many, managing a number of other social and economic pressures. Research into generic women’s enterprise shows that caring responsibilities, amongst other reasons, forms the basis of investigation into enterprise start up by women.

Table 4: Levels of Domestic Help Accessed

	
	Farm Based
	Non Farm Based
	Total

	Help Accessed
	Frequency
	%
	Frequency
	%
	Frequency
	%

	Cleaning 
	57
	35
	108
	27
	165
	30

	Decorating
	33
	20
	53
	13.4
	86
	15.5

	Gardening
	32
	19.5
	59
	15
	91
	16.3

	Maintenance
	29
	18
	59
	15
	88
	15.7

	Ironing
	24
	15
	49
	12.4
	73
	13

	Childcare
	21
	13
	26
	6.6
	47
	8

	Cooking
	4
	0.02
	3
	0.007
	7
	0.01


This is often, but by no means always, due to the perceived flexibility that low level enterprise offers. Moore and Buttner (1997) in their study of previous career focused females who had turned to businesses in the USA found that there were five key determinants that caused these women to choose enterprise development as a preferred option rather than other paid employment. They found that Challenge, Self Determination, Family Concerns, Blocks to Advancement and Organisational Dynamics were the key reasons. Within the headings of Challenge came sub headings of being in charge, reward for accomplishments, self esteem. Into the heading of Family Concerns came two key themes which were the balancing of family and work and gaining control of time. 

Looking at the results from respondents sampled for this study reflected some of this, with the results of the PCA reflecting some of these concerns. There were five components identified in the factor analysis, that corroborate specifically with reasons for enterprise development. Component 13 which mentioned high levels of community commitment which required flexibility along with Component 17 and finally, Components 18 and 19 which identify flexibility as a reason for start up due to levels of childcare and care responsibilities, with the explanation of work/life imbalances due to domestic [budgetary] responsibilities.

What is clear, looking at the levels of family income support that these FREs are contributing, is that the old perceptions of the FRE as just earning ‘pin money’ no longer apply. FREs engaged in high levels of family income support are also involved in family care responsibilities and the 48.5% of the FREs that said they were involved in voluntary community service [replacement] are also supporting the [social] rural infrastructure economically. That this is not taken into account when assessing the relative success of the FREs business would appear inequitable when the complex mechanics of isolation, family responsibilities and commitments, along with the withdrawal of social services are taken into account. Investment into the fabric of the social capital as well as the human capital that these areas hold would yield positive economic results. 

What government policy elicits for short term gain (e.g. withdrawal of [rural] services), has a social cost which is absorbed by society. The subsequent impact of this absorption of the social cost has an inevitable economic cost. The time invested into providing unpaid services detracts from the opportunity to generate income during that otherwise occupied time. Whilst the time used to benefit the community is fundamentally important to social cohesion, the net effect of reduced wealth creation is often chronically undervalued. In rural areas the voluntary unpaid community work of those having chosen to run lifestyle businesses,  started to fit around these caring responsibilities, are often stereotyped by other government service and business support departments e.g. Business Links, for running what are dismissively referred to as ‘lifestyle’ businesses. This lack of consistency in both policy and approach, if presented as an opportunity cost, would not create a balanced equation. There is a need for enterprise/businesses constructs to be developed that can more specifically tie theory to entrepreneurial behaviour and success in a community context. Identifying and beginning to measure it is achievable and it is only when this has been achieved and accepted can any meaningful understanding of change management begin to happen, so that sustainable communities can be encouraged and developed.

It has become clear that the role and contribution of those running lifestyle business is not confined to their enterprise alone. Indeed, there is a complex array of roles undertaken by FREs, which include family, community and social as well as economic considerations and expectations. Underpinning all of these areas of activity, indeed, in order to enable all of these activities to function efficiently, is the need for strong network and networking ties to be established and operating. In many instances it is through the process of caring, along the community involvement, that these ties are established, which then go on to form the heart of the social glue that holds the [rural] community together and which forms the core of an [enterprise] community of interest. When taking into consideration changing demographics (outlined earlier), along with the fact that many in migrants coming into rural areas, do so for quality of life and community based reasons, wider applications than that of just ‘social enterprise’ support need to become available and greater awareness of the benefits of the informal and formal networks that facilitate many lifestyle businesses should be noted. Planners and policy maker alike should be alerted to  the importance of the function of the ‘lifestyle business’. It’s value goes well beyond that of utility and worth that can be easily measured and statistics alone suggest that their absence would be missed by community and government alike.
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